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ABSTRACT
This Thesis studies the trade in spices and aromatics in the Mediterranean during the 5th
and 4th centuries B.C. It will examine in particular frankincense, myrrh, cinnamon,
cassia, and silphium. Through a the use of ancient authors, modem scholarship, and
archaeological data this thesis will seek to show that although evidence for this trade in
the Classical period is less plentiful than in other times, a Classical trade did exist. This
work will also argue that spices were a part of the Classical period Greek market, and that
these products were being consumed as luxury goods in order to showcase wealth and
social status.
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Introduction
The 7th-century B.C. lyric poet Sappho tells us that "Myrrh, Cassia, and
Frankincense rode on the wind."' These are the words that inspired this thesis. The fact
that these three commodities are mentioned by Sappho,somewhat nonchalantly, as early
the 7th century B.C. made me wonder how were these spices and aromatics reaching
Greece?
The topic of spice trade is an area which of course has garnered much study
during the Prehistoric, Roman, and Medieval periods; while much less time has been
given to the spice trade of the Classical Mediterranean. In the 5th and 4th centuries B.C.,
the evidence for spice trade is less abundant than in previous and subsequent periods; this
lack of evidence does not, however, suggest that no such trade existed. Through the
course of this work I will seek to show that a sophisticated spice trade existed in the 5th
and 4th centuries B.C. Through many different connections among various cultures,
inhabitants of the western Mediterranean had access to some of the precious aromatics
and flavorings of the east, for a price of course.
In chapter I, we will examine some ofthe trading and shipping connections in the
classical Mediterranean world. In this section I will also introduce the Phoenicians, who
were very important traders of antiquity.
In chapter II, we will delve into the actual spices and aromatics that were
available in to the ancient consumer. In particular we will look at frankincense, myrrh,
cinnamon, cassia, and the mysterious extinct herb silphium. I will give a brief
introduction to the botanical aspects of each plant and try to illuminate some of their

Bamstone 2009, p. 31.
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ancient uses. I will seek to pinpoint a location of origin for each commodity using
information from the ancient sources and modem scholarship. Finally, in each of these
sections I will outline some of the trade routes that have been proposed and will even
propose a few of my own ideas as to how these spices and aromatics were conveyed.
Chapter III will look at the ancient Greek market place, perfume, and market
behavior. I will begin by introducing the reader to the Athenian Agora, a model
marketplace of the Classical period. After this we will look at a product which is central
to this paper, perfume. Finally, I will show that spices and aromatics were indeed luxury
items and that they could be used as status symbols in ancient times.
In some cases I will quote the ancient sources in both English and the original
Greek or Latin; this will be done when specific terms are being discussed. In other places
1 will give only the English translation, where the vocabulary is not central to this thesis.
I will follow Hesperia formatting for citation of sources.

^ Figure 1 shows a basic map of the Mediterranean world so that the reader may be fully
acquainted with the places mentioned.
2
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Figure 1. Map of the Mediterranean World
Source:
Reed, C.M. 2003. Maritime Traders in the Ancient Greek World. Cambridge/New York.
Map 1.
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Chapter I. Trade Routes
I would like to begin my analyses of the ancient spice trade by outlining the trade
routes and the people who used them. In this section I seek to consider some trade
connections between the Greeks of the Classical period and those with whom they
interacted. While the spice trade in particular is the subject of this thesis, here I wish to
showcase the broad commercial network of the Mediterranean; therefore some ofthe
evidence presented below may not pertain to spices directly, but is presented to establish
possible trade connection. Trade routes for particular commodities will be outlined in
their respective sections. Within this section I also will give an introduction to some of
the non-Greek civilizations who were essential to the complicated web of Mediterranean
trade.
Perhaps no group was as important to Mediterranean trade as the Phoenicians.
The word Phoenician is the name given by the Greeks to a group of people who inhabited
the Eastern Mediterranean in what is modem Lebanon, although they did not call
themselves Phoenician.^ This name seems to stem from the Greek phoinix meaning
purple-red; presumably the Phoenicians were given this name because of the distinctive
purple dyed robes which they were known to trade."^ Our earliest mention of these people
comes from Homer’s Odyssey, where the word OoiviKS(; is used,^ however they were in
contact with the western Mediterranean much earlier. Both Herodotus and Pliny tell us
^ Aubet 1993, p. 12.
^ Moscati 1997, p. 18.
^ Homer, Od. 15.415.
4

that it was the Phoenicians from whom the Greeks adapted their own alphabet.^
Furthermore, the Phoenicians had already established colonies at Carthage and on Sicily
by the 9th century B.C., so certainly the Greeks and Phoenicians were well acquainted by
the Classical period. Perhaps what is more important to determine for the purpose of this
section is their contacts in the Eastern Mediterranean. The Phoenicians seem to have
established trade relations with their neighbors at a very early period. It seems likely that
they were trading with Egypt, Anatolia, and Cyprus as early as 1200 B.C.
In the following centuries the Phoenicians developed a trading network with the
Kingdom of Israel certainly during the time of Solomon in the 10th century B.C. The
Biblical sources tell us that Hiram, king of the Phoenician city-state of Tyre, sent
Solomon ships and servants who knew the seas; these Phoenicians led an expedition from
the port of Ezion-Geber (located at the mouth of the Gulf of Aqaba in modem Jordan)to
the land of Ophir.^ The question then becomes where is Ophir? There are several possible
locations. Early scholarship would like to place the town at the mouth of the Indus River
on the border between modem Pakistan and India; ^however the most likely location is in
modem Ethiopia.'^ At any rate, such an expedition would require the Phoenician
navigators to sail the entire length of the Red Sea even

as early as the 10th century B.C.

From this evidence we already see lines of trade and communication established
connecting Southern Arabia with the Mediterranean proper, which will be cmcial to the
incense trade outlined below.

^ Herodotus, Hist. 5.74.1, Pliny, Nat. Hist. 5.12.
^ Bartoloni 1997, p. 93.
^ 2 Chronicles 8
^ Wilmot 1899, p. 220.
Bartoloni 1997,p. 93.
5

By the Classical period, Phoenicians had an unparalleled knowledge of navigation
within the Mediterranean. If we believe one account given by the 5th-century historian,
Herodotus, an expedition led by a Phoenician may have even circumnavigated the
African continent. According to Herodotus:
"Nechos, the Egyptian king sent Phoenicians with ships, bidding them sail and
come back through the Pillars of Heracles to the Northern Sea and so to Egypt.
The Phoenicians therefore, set forth from the Eryathraian Sea and sailed
through the Southern Sea; and when autumn came they waited for the harvest,
and having reaped the grain they would sail on, so that after two years had
elapsed, in the third year they turned through the Pillars of Heracles and arrived
again in Egypt. And they reported a thing which I cannot believe, but another
man may, namely that in sailing around Libya (Africa)they had the

sun on

Mil

their right hand.

Scholars have debated the accuracy of Herodotus's description of this expedition.
Carpenter believes that there is good reason to accept this account in its essentials. It
seems highly unlikely that any sailor would know of the reversing ofthe sun s rotation
without witnessing such an event himself We must then believe that at some point at
around the same time as Herodotus (5th cent. B.C.), a Mediterranean explorer reached the
Southern Hemisphere. If we assume that Phoenician sailors were able to circumnavigate
a continent as big as Africa, then direct trade with the people of the Indian continent does
not seem farfetched.

Herodotus, Hist. 4. 42.
Carpenter 1973, p. 77
6

Although a Mediterranean connection with India is usually assumed after the
conquests of Alexander of Macedon, an earlier tradition is not impossible. A connection
with southern coastal Asia will be an important topic that will be covered in the section
regarding cinnamon in Chapter II.

7

Chapter II: The Spices
Frankincense
Even the casual student of ancient commodities will recognize the term
frankincense, but that student may have only the faintest idea of what it looked like or
from where it came. Similarly frankincense and its origins were also a mystery to the
ancient Greeks who consumed it, as we will see below. I believe that for our purposes it
is best to start with a brief description of frankincense and the plant that produced it, so
that the reader may be able to understand fully its processing and distribution.
The product sold as frankincense (figure 2)in both ancient and modem markets is
the dried resin of several species of trees belonging to the genus Boswellia. The plant
appears to be more of a shrub than a tree, growing to a height of7 to 8 feet with no tmnk
13

and low lying branches.

We know that frankincense was being used by the Greeks as early as the late
seventh century B.C. At this time the lyric poet Sappho gives us our first mention of
14

frankincense; she uses the word libanos, which was the most common term.

In her

Wedding Song of Andromache" she writes.

13
14

Van Beek 1958, pp. 141-142.
Muller 1976, p. 79.
8

1

Boswellia sacra Flueck.
Image processed by Thomas Schoepke
www.plant-pictures.de

Figure 2. Frankincense
Schopke, Thomas. Boswellia sacraflueck. 2004. Painting, plant-pictures.deWeb. 9
Apr 2013. <http://pharm 1 .pharmazie.uni-greifswald.de/allgemei/koehler/koeh022.jpg>.
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'av?,og S’ dSv[jii]e?,ri[g.. 7^ 6vefiiyvv[xo
KOI if/[6](po[;■ K]poxaX[(ov Xiyejooq d ’ dpa 7tdp[6evoi
deiSov peXoi; dyv[ov kajve 3' eg aWfepa
d/co Oeaneoia yekog [
ndvxai 3 ’ r\g Kdx 63o[ig
Kpdxfjpeg (piaXai x' 6[-]ve3e["]’'eaK[']'[
poppa Kai Kaaia Xi^avog x' dvepeip’vxo."

and the girls sang a loud heavenly song
whose wonderful echo
touched the sky.
Everwhere in the streets.
bowls and chalices.
Myrrh and cassia and frankincense rode on the wind.

iil5

Certainly frankincense did not go out of style in the Classical period and it was a well
known product in the 5th and 4th centuries when it seems to have been widely used in a
religious context. The Athenian playwright Aristophanes, writing between 425 and 386
B.C., speaks of incense in his play The Frogs:
"i0i vuv >.ipav(OTOv 5£up6 tk; koi Trup 56t(o.
OTicoq dv eu^copai Tipo t6)v aotpiapdicov

15

Bamstone 2009, p. 31.
10

ctywva Kpivai t6v88 liouaiKWiaia:
i)|i8i(; 5e Tai(; Movcaxq n peXo;\)naoaxe.

Come now, someone bring frankincense and fire.
So I can pray before the show of wits
to judge this contest most aesthetically.
I.I6

And you sing a song to the Muses.

Like Sappho, Aristophanes used the word ^.ipavcoiov, here in the accusative . We can see
from Aristophanes that frankincense continues to be used in the context of festivals for
gods or heroes. Similarly in the playwright's Plutus, the character of Hermes goes so far
as to claim that incense is desired by the gods when he says, "there is nothing for us
other gods, neither frankincense [h^avcorog], nor laurels, nor cakes, nor victims, nor
17

anything in the world.
In the early Classical period the collection of frankincense seems to have been a
source of much mystery and danger for the Greeks. The 5th-century historian Herodotus
was one of the first to record such mystique. Herodotus was a Classical Greek writer who
attempted to give a history of the world, and provide descriptions of various places and
the people who inhabit them. Writing about Arabia, he reports that the frankincense trees
lie at the far end of Arabia and they are guarded by winged snakes, which may only be
deterred by the burning of the stems of the storax plant. The uncertainty surrounding
frankincense and its trade seems to have lasted for quite some time. In the 1st century

16

Aristophanes, Frogs 11. 871-874.
Aristophanes, PL 11. 1113-17.
18
Herodotus, Hist. 3.107.

17

11

A.D., Pliny tells us "it is said that there are not more than 3000 families who retain the
right of trading in it [frankincense] as a hereditary property, and that consequently the
members of these families are called sacred, and are not allowed to be polluted by ever
meeting women or funeral processions when they are engaged in making incisions in the
Iil9

tree in order to obtain frankincense.

While Pliny's account may in fact be true, much

like the story told by Herodotus of winged snakes guarding the trees, he may have heard
this story from an incense merchant wishing to confuse the Mediterranean consumer and
preserve his region's monopoly. Indeed Pliny echoes these sentiments in trying to
describe the frankincense tree when he tells us that "there is not agreement in regard to
the appearance of the incense tree itself and "the ambassadors who have come to Rome
1.20

in [his] time have made all these matters still more uncertain.

According to Herodotus, Arabia "is the only country which produces
..21

frankincense.

Here Herodotus is partly accurate; Arabia certainly dominated

production and collection of frankincense in ancient times. Van Beek reports that in
Arabia "frankincense grows from the coastal plain to the lower north slopes of the Qara
Mountains...22 Furthermore Herodotus's claim is strengthened by the Greek historian
Diodorus Siculus (1 st century A.D.) who, when writing on the topic of Arabia, says
"frankincense [libandtos] which is most dear to the gods and is exported throughout the
i23

entire inhabited world is produced in the farthest parts of this land.

Arabia, however.

did not seem to be the sole frankincense producing region. Despite Herodotus' reports,

19

Pliny, Nat. Hist. 12. 30.
Pliny, Nat. Hist. 12. 31.
21
Herodotus, Hist. 3.107
22
Van Beek 1958, pp. 142.
23
Diodorus 2. 49. 2.
20

12

frankincense seems to have also been grown in the area across the Red Sea from the
south-western tip of the Arabian Peninsula, in an area known as Somaliland (see map
Figure 3).

24

Let us move now to a logistical discussion ofthe product at hand. I have shown
above that according to ancient sources and modem scholarship, most of the frankincense
consumed by the Greeks of the Classical period seems to have been produced in the
southern part of the Arabian peninsula. I believe it best to deconstruct the trading routes
between these two areas in counter-chronological order, beginning at the market place
(the final destination) and finally connecting our area of production with the above
routes.
One Greek market-place which seems to be associated with frankincense during
the Classical period is the island of Delos. Herodotus tells us of an incident that occurred
during the Ionian revolt (ca. 490's B.C.), when Greeks on the coast of Asia Minor
revolted against impending control from the Persian empire. When the Persian general,
Datis, landed on the rebel island of Delos he made a proclamation to the Delians. After
doing this he "then piled up three hundred talents of frankincense on the altar and burnt
It.

m25

It is not certain whether the Persians brought this frankincense with them or whether

it was already on the island. To suggest that there was a major market for frankincense on
Delos in the early fifth century is a claim which is highly speculative. We do know,
however, that by the fourth century there are two dedications in the Minaean language, to
the god

24
25

Van Beek 1958, p.l43.
Herodotus, Hist. 6.97
13
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Figure 3. Map of Arabian Peninsula and Somali Coast
Adapted From:
Van Beek, G.W. 1958. "Frankincense and Myrrh in Ancient South Arabia," JAOS 78,
p. 152.
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Wadd on the island. Minaeans were major exporters of frankincense in Arabia,

Given

this information it is certainly possible that the Delians were trading with Arabians in the
Classical period. If we assume this to be true, we can then gather an idea of how
mainland Greece was able to obtain frankincense and other Arabian goods.
We know that by the mid-5th century B.C. the Athenians had established an
alliance, known as the Delian League, which included the island of Delos.“^ At this time
Athenian merchants would have been able to trade freely without fear of piracy, due to
the large naval presence of Athens in the Aegean. If frankincense were available at Delos,
certainly Athens would have been able to obtain it.
We can see from Herodotus that frankincense was a common commodity for the
Persians. We learn from Herodotus that to the Persians "the Arabians rendered a thousand
..28

talents' weight of frankincense yearly.

Pliny even goes as far as to suggest that

frankincense and other fumigants are brought to the Persians even before they were
delivered to Egypt or Syria.^^ Whether Pliny's hypothesis is correct or not, the fact that he
believes that such a case could exist attest to the traditional Persian taste for Arabian
incense.
Furthermore, we have archaeological evidence that supports the idea of PersianGreek trade even at the times of the Persian Wars.^^ Although we have no direct evidence
of incense trade, I believe it safe to assume that frankincense imported to mainland Attica

26

Macdonald 1997, pp. 342.
Thuc. 1.96-7.
28
Herodotus, Hist. 3. 97.
29
Pliny, Nat. Hist. 12. 80.
30
Miller, 1997. pp. 71-72. Miller tells us of a pottery fragment found in the Athenian
Agora which is "quite possibly a Persian-period impressed ware from the south Levant
(Miller, 1997, p. 73).
27

15

and the rest of mainland Greece may have previously traveled through the Persian
Empire. These goods were then brought into the Piraeus by merchants known as
● 31

ejjiporoi.

While some of these emporoi were Athenian, the majority oftraders in fourth-

century Athens were foreigners. This is most likely the case in the fifth century as well,
32

given Athens' influence during that time.

Myrrh
We will move now from frankincense to a similar commodity, myrrh. Myrrh is
the dried resin of a tree from the genus Commiphora, which belongs to family Burseraceae
from which the frankincense tree also comes.

The plant grows to a height of around 9

feet (see fig. 4)and is burned to create a pleasing fumigant.^"* Much of what can be told of
the myrrh trade has been stated above, as myrrh and frankincense were often sold and
shipped together. They are distinctly different products however, and in this section I will
highlight some of the differences between them.
For an early Greek mention of myrrh we need look no further than the Sappho
fragment above (pg. 10) where it is alluded to in the same context as cassia and
frankincense. Here Sappho uses the word pvppa, so that there can be little doubt as to the
translation. Like frankincense, myrrh seems to have been burnt in order to perfume
sacrifices. The late 5th-century playwright Euripides alludes to such a function when he
writes.

31

Reed 2003, p. 27.
Reed 2003, p.27-9.
33
Rice
2006, p. 321.
34
Van Beek 1958, p. 141.
32

16

f

Figure 4. Myrrh Plant
Schopke, Thomas. Commiphora myrrha. 2004. Painting. plant-pictures.deWeb. 9
Apr 2013. <http://pharml.pharmazie.unigreifswald.de/allgemei/koehler/koeh-019.jpg>.
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0\)TCO 6fl TOV tv ’Rl(p
vaov Kai 0\jo8VTa pca)i6v 7Tpou8coKa(; A^aioiq,
(0 Zeu, Kai neXavoiv (pXoya
a|iupvr|(; ai0£pia<; le kq- ttvov kqi Ilepyapov iepav'

"So then you have delivered into Achaia's hands. Oh Zeus, your shrine in Ilium

and

your fragrant altar, the offerings of burnt sacrifice with smoke of myrrh to heaven
35

uprising.

Although this play was written at the end of the fifth century B.C., because Euripides
places this practice at the time of the Trojan War centuries earlier, I believe it is safe to
see the sacrificial burning of myrrh as a tradition that existed well before the classical
period.
If we look at the original Greek of Euripides' lines we will see that he does not use
Sappho's juvppa, but instead the word apvpvrjg, or smyrnas. The word Smyrna is used
almost interchangeably with the word myrrha in ancient writings. The etymology of
these two distinct names for the same product stems from the myth of Adonis. In the
myth a young Eastern princess Myrrha, or Smyrna, was forced by the goddess of love.
Aphrodite, to desire her father, Theias of Assyria. When she became pregnant from this
incestuous relationship, she fled from her father. In order to save the girl from the wrath
of her father, Aphrodite transformed her into the eponymous myrrh tree, whose collected

35

Euripides, Tro. 11. 1060-5.
18

resin is said to be the tears of Myrrha herself. From the splitting of this tree the beautiful
Adonis was bom, who became the favorite lover of Aphrodite.^^ Because the name ofthe
girl is either Myrrha or Smyrna, either name can be used to denote the resin of this tree.
Smyrna (of Myrina) is also the name of an ancient Aeolian city near modem Izmir,
37

Turkey which was also named after the mother of Adonis.*

Because of myrrh’s connection with the young lover Adonis, it was seen as a very
sensual and erotic product. Although it was used in worship of the gods, its more popular
use was to be found in the pleasure of men. According to D.E. Eichholz,"myrrh has a
good, and a perv^erted use, the former in incense employed as sacrifices, and the latter
..38

employed as perfume in seduction.

The sexy image of myrrh is evoked frequently in

the Attic dramas of the fifth and fourth centuries B.C. Euripides' satyr play Cyclops
(written in the late 5th century B.C.^*^) portrays an eager lover whose hair is
"pupoxpiaTOv" or anointed with myrrh. Certainly myrrh was a popular component in
perfumes, as evidenced in Aristophanes' Knights (ca. 424 B.C.), where a man comes who
41

is "perfumed with myrrh (opupva).

We know from biblical sources that myrrh had

been used in perfumes by the Hebrews for centuries,"^^ and it appears that by the 4th
century at the time of the Athenian speech writer Hyperides, myrrh was a common
commodity in the perfume shops of the day. In a speech against a perfume shop owner,
Athenogenes, Hyperides says that the "stocks in the (perfume)shop" are "sweet oil, scent

36

Detienne 1994, p. 64.
Oakley
2005, pp.142-4.
38
Eichholz 1974, p. 234.
39
Seaford 1982, p. 172.
40
Euripides, Cyc. 1. 501.
41
Aristophanes, Kn. 1. 1332.
42
Exodus 30. V. 22-30.
37

19

1.43

boxes, and myrrh.

These perfumes became a symbol for young love. During the

classical period myrrh perfumes seemed to have been employed following the marriage
44

ceremony.

The connection of myrrh and myrrh based perfumes with sex and sensuality
became a common theme of the festival of Adonis in Athens from the end ofthe fifth
45

century onward,

This festival, known as the Adonia, was celebrated by women in

various parts of Greece. In Athens in particular women would plant shrubs and trees in
pots on their rooftops. As the plants slowly wilted the women would lament over their
death as a symbol for the young Adonis.*^^ It has been suggested that perhaps these
seedlings were being anointed with perfumes containing myrrh. Oakley argues that a
Hellenistic terracotta figurine from the town of Myrina (fig. 5.) shows a woman pouring
the contents of an alabastron into a broken amphora which appears to contain soil; this
47

scene is thought to show the gardens of Adonis.
Although he was celebrated in this festival, Adonis was not seen as a hero to the
Greeks in the way that they would have viewed Herakles. Instead they saw him as a
48

hapless lover, concerned with the things of women and not the heroic deeds of men.
Because of its inherent connection with Adonis and its origin in the effeminate East,
myrrh was viewed by some as a sign of excess and extravagance. Plato condemns the
enigmatic late 5th-century Athenian statesmen Alcibiades for his "anointings with myrrh

43

Hyperides 3.6; once again the word here is ajuvpva
Aristophanes, PI. 1. 529.
45
Detienne 1994, p. 64.
46
Blundell 1995, p. 37.
47
Oakley 2005, pp. 142-144.
48
Detienne 1994, pp. 64-66.

44
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Figure 5. Hellenistic Terracotta Figurine from Myrrina
Source:
Williams, D. 2002. "Perfume Pots, Painters, and a Puzzling Pursuit," in Essays in Honor
of Dietrich von Bothmer, A.J. Clark and J. Gaunt, ed., Amsterdam , plate 6.
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44)

and other Persian refinements.

Alcibiades was known to have prominently showcased

effete and Eastern behavior such as wearing his hair long and clothing himself in purple
50

tunics.

From what Plato says, we may see his use of myrh as contributing to his exotic.

feminine persona.
In addition to being used in perfumes and oils, myrrh was also an ingredient in
ancient medicines. The Greek father of medicine, Hippocrates (late 5th-early 4th
Centuries B.C.), was very fond of myrrh's healing powers. For instance, he tells us that
when a fever breaks out the physician should give his patient "pine fruit and myrrh in a
linctus," a syrupy medicine similar to cough syrup.^*From these sources we can see that
myrrh was a popular and well known commodity in Classical period, but the question

if

remains concerning its source.
Myrrh appears to have been grown in the same general area that produced
frankincense with some minor differences. Pliny tells us that myrrh growers had to pay a
tax to the king of Qataban, an ancient kingdom found on the southeastern Arabian
peninsula.^^ This assertion leads Van Beek to believe that the myrrh producing regions
could not have been far from the Qataban kingdom.^^ Like frankincense, myrrh, was also
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apparently grown in the Somaliland region.*'^'* As for shipping, myrrh appears to have
been traded with frankincense, following the routes outlined above(pp. 13-15).

Cinnamon and Cassia
Cinnamon is a spice with which all of us in the modem world are familiar. Its
flavor can be found all over the planet and it is an especially popular additive in modem
Greece, although it does not grow naturally there. Today, as well as in ancient times,
there is confusion between the identity of cinnamon and cassia. Real cinnamon is the
bark from a tree, Chmamomum venun (figure 6). while cassia is derived from a species
known as Cinnamomum arimalicum (figure 7). The flavor of cinnamon is much more
fragrant than that of cassia, however these two substances usually appear together in the
ancient literature.'"'**^ For the purpose of this thesis the term cinnamon will apply to any
member of the Cinnamomum genus. Our very words for cinnamon and cassia are direct
descendants of the Greek Kivvdi.icof.iov and Kaaia.OncQ again we need look no further than
Sappho for early mention of the spice. In the fragment we have already seen (p. 10), she
56

tells us of myrrh, cassia, and frankincense being mingled.
Cinnamon appears to have been used by the Hebrews as well. In the book of
Exodus Yahweh instructs Moses to "Also take fine spices: of liquid myrrh, five hundred
ti57

shekels; and of fragrant cinnamon.

Certainly products known as cinnamon and cassia

were available during time of Herodotus(mid 5th century B.C.). He tells us that, like
frankincense and myrrh, Arabia is the region which produces cinnamon and
54
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Figure 6. Cinnamomum verum
Source:
Schopke, Thomas. Cinnamomum verum. 2004. Painting. plant-pictures.deWeb. 9 Apr
2013. <hllp://pharm 1 .pharmazie.uni-greifswald.de/allgemei/koehler/koeh182.jpg>.
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other beasts of burden into the largest possible pieces, then to set these
near the eyries and withdraw far off. The birds then fly down (it is said)
and carry the pieces of the beasts up to their nests, while these, not being
able to bear the weight, break and fall down the mountain side, and then
the Arabians come and gather them up.

.●58

We see from this anecdote that very little was known about the collection of cinnamon or
its origin. Perhaps the only bit of information we can gather here is that it was the
Phoenicians who introduced cinnamon to the Greeks.
Herodotus' placement of the cinnamon producing region in Arabia is very
problematic, although it is not contested until much later. In the first century A.D. Pliny
refutes Herodotus's statement, saying that cinnamon comes from Ethiopia( see figure 3).

59

While Pliny's location of cinnamon in the mysterious Ethiopia may have placated the
ancient reader, it gives no such satisfaction to modem scholarship. Neither the cinnamon
nor cassia producing plant can be found in modem Arabia or Africa. Schoff argues that,
based on geological evidence and the fact that modem inhabitants of the Somali
peninsula are entirely unfamiliar with the spice, cinnamon never grew in Africa.^® John
!
Keay is not so quick to dismiss the existence of cinnamon plants in ancient Arabia and
Africa, although he points out that the geographical data given to us by ancient sources
must be examined skeptically, especially when pertaining to far off lands outside of the
Mediterranean world.
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Both Pliny and Herodotus report that cinnamon comes from a remote
"cinnamon country," which is located either in Arabia or South Eastern Africa. But
62

neither of these regions produce anything like cinnamon. Where Herodotus gives us no
other possibility of cinnamon production outside Arabia, Pliny's account leaves some
room for interpretation. Pliny tells us that "cinnamon grows in Ethiopia, which is linked
by marriage w ith the 'Trogodytae.' The latter buy it from their neighbors and convey it
ii6.'

over the wide seas in ships.

Keay believes that these ships may be those which carried
64

cinnamon traders from Indonesia.

If like Schoff, we look at the modem world as a

reflection of the ancient, then the cinnamon of the ancient world must come from
65

somewhere in southern Asia.

A south Asian origin for cinnamon is certainly possible

for any post-Alexander trade, however can we understand an Asian-Greek trade even at
the time of Herodotus?
I would argue that while cinnamon most likely did pass through South Arabia,
this was not its country ot origin. Miller suggests the existence of a "cinnamon route"
where cinnamon travels from Indonesia on to the island of Madagascar and from there to
the Ethiopian and Arabian ports, a sea voyage well over 5,000 miles(once again see
figure 3). If this is the case Phoenician traders may have been involved in some portion of
this trade route. Opposing Miller, Keay suggests that at the time of Strabo in the first
century B.C., cinnamon was being carried from Sri Lankan markets to the Somali coast
66

of Africa.

Yet another theory is posed by Casson, who rejects the notion of an Arabian
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or Ethiopian spice growing region altogether, and suggests that the "cinnamon and cassia
of the ancient w orld most likely came from mainland Southeast Asia and Southern China.
From there they w ere shipped to India, w hich forwarded to the west whatever was not
needed locally.
Those w ho argue against an Asian connection claim that if Herodotus had
knowledge of the earlier mentioned voyage which circumnavigated the African continent,
he surely w ould ha\ e know n of and have reported a voyage that crossed the Indian
6S

Ocean.

The fact that Herodotus does not report of a trans-Indian Ocean trade route does

not, how ever, suggest that one did not exist. Casson argues that in order to preserve their
control over the cinnamon supply, Arabian or Indian seamen would have purposely kept
6^

its origin surrounded in mystery.

By giving an African origin to their exotic product,

Phoenician merchants w ere able to maintain control over the supply of cinnamon and
therefore prices.
Before we move away from cinnamon 1 think it is important to highlight some of
its ancient uses. Cinnamon was a popular choice to lend its fragrant pungency to ancient
perfumes. Theophrastus (late 4th century B.C.) mentions cinnamon in his list of perfume
additives (pg. 49). We also have two Classical alabaster alabastra, which would have
held perfume, inscribed with the word kinnamon to denote their contents. Perfume and
its ingredients will be discussed at length in Chapter III.
There is little evidence for the use of cinnamon in ancient recipes. Virtually any
time cinnamon or cassia are mentioned, it is in the same context as frankincense and
67
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myrrh, most likely making ii a functional aromatic as opposed to a flavoring.^* While it is
certainly possible that the spice was used to flavor food, it was probably more popular as
an additive in perfumes.

Silphium
Until now w e ha\ e dealt w ith flavorings and substances which are mentioned and
utilized frequently in our ow n w orld. 1 would now' like to examine a more mysterious
commodity, one w hich ser\ ed many purposes for the ancients. Silphium (Greek oRtpiov)
is a somewhat controversial plant; its exact biological identity is unknown to modem
scientists. The most popular theory is that the plant known as silphium was a member of
X\\Q ferula family which is made up of several species of giant fennel. The Greek
medical writer Artetaeus (4th century B.C.), when constructing a specific diet tells
prospective patients to abstain from acrid things such as onions, garlic, and the juice of
73

silphium.

Because silphium is mentioned here along with garlic and onions, two plants

which are similar in construction and makeup to the fennel root, I believe a possible
relation of silphium fennel is likely.

According to Pliny the plant became extinct, with the very last stalk being sent to
74

the Roman emperor Nero.

What we can say for certain is that the product known as

silphium to the Greeks and imperial Romans came from Gyrene. Now at this point I find
it necessary to give a brief introduction to the area known as Gyrene or Gyrenaica, so that
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the reader may understand its place both geographically and politically in the great
context of the Mediterranean world.
The site of ancient C\ rene lies in Northern Africa in what is now modem Libya; it
was established as a Greek colony around 630

According to Herodotus it was

colonized by people from the island of Thera(modem Thira or Santorini), near Crete.
Herodotus gi\ es an account {Hist A.150) of a Theraean king who was instmeted by the
oracle at Delphi to send a colony to Libya. This king, a certain Grinnus, however
neglected the oracle, citing that he did not know of Libya and did not wish to dispatch a
colony to an unknow n place. After this Thera endured a seven year drought until
eventually an effort w as made to find the place. After wandering around northern Africa
for a bit, the Thcrans established a colony at Cyrene.^^ By now the reader is certainly
familiar with the imaginative accounts given by Herodotus, but if we take out the divine I
believe we can find some grounds for the colonization. Thera is a small volcanic island
that is mostly barren; for this reason the island would never have been able to support a
large population.

Like colonies from mainland Greece,^^ emigration from Thera seems

to have been sparked by a lack of water causing its inhabitants to search out more fertile
grounds.
They found the fertile site in Cyrene (figure 8). Boardman remarks that the fertile,
m79

easily defensible land found there was a "logical extension for any Aegean civilization.
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Figure 8. Map of Cyrene and North Africa
Source:
Boardman, J. 1980. The Greeks Overseas: Their Early Colonies and Trade^
London, p. 1 10.
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Furthennore, its proximity to the island of Crete made it an excellent trading spot.^° Once
established the Greek colony in Cyrenaica flourished. The early 6th century saw the
building of sanctuaries and by the end of the century Cyrene began minting its own coins
(more on those coins later).
The success of the colony can, in large part, be attributed to the success and
popularity of its main export, silphium. From the detailed description given to us by
Theophrastus w e know^ that the plant was anchored by a thick root. From this root a large
stalk growls which supports the leaf. Theophrastus says these leaves are called maspeton
and are similar to celery, and the broad leaf-like fruit was calledphyllon. From the
81

phyllon and maspeton is extracted the "juice" of the plant.
By the Classical period silphium seems to have been widely traded and used.
Herodotus (writing in the mid fifth-century B.C.) tells us that Aziris(shown above;
u82

Figure 8) is "the point where silphion begins.

Andrews contends that because

Herotodus gives no description of this plant to his reader, the plant and its uses were
83

already well known to an audience of his time.

Mention of this plant is not confined to the writings of Herodotus, but can be
found in contemporary tragedies. Aristophanes, writing in his Birds, alludes to the
preparation of a meal which contains silphium. His character Pisthetarus prepares a dish
involving cheese and silphium (oiXcpiov).^'* In another play by Aristophanes, The Knights,
the sausage-seller asked Demos,"do you remember a time when silphium was so cheap?"
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85

to which Demos replies he does.

From the above selection we can see that silphium was

able to be purchased in Athenian markets, perhaps in the Agora. As the play continues
the sausage seller tells Demos that it was Cleon who caused the price to go so low,"so
II86

that all might eat it.

This statement would suggest that under ordinary market

conditions the price of silphium was very high, so much so that the average man could
not afford such a luxury. Writing some four centuries after Aristophanes, Pliny tells us
that silphium is being sold at the same rate as silver.^^ While dwindling supply in the
Roman period may have caused silphium to be priced like silver, we cannot assume that
such a ratio existed in the 5th century.
The product seems to have been accessible enough that the ancient mid 4thcentury food critic Archestratus grows tired of it. While discussing side dishes he wntes,
ii88

"I say to hell with sauce plates full of purse-tassel bulbs and silphium stalks,

The fact

that silphium is mentioned with the purse-tassel bulbs( poXpcbv) which are thought to be
a type of peasant food,^^ may indicate that the price of silphium was not near as high as in
the later period.
While silphium seems to have been a popular additive to ancient Greek cuisine,
its main usage appears to have been medicinal. The first century A.D. physician Aretaeus
tells us that silphium can be used to cure tetanus when mixed with myrrh. He writes.
"But if the stomach reject this, give intermediately ofthe root of silphium an
equal dose to the castor, or of myrrh the half ofthe silphium: all these things are
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to be drunk \\ ilh honeyed-water. But if there be a good supply ofthe juice ofthe
silphium from Cyrene, w rap it, to the amount of a tare, in boiled honey, and give
to swallow .

According to Aretaeus, silphium is "the most powerful of all the medicines to be
swallowed. w hich are naturally w arming, diluents, and can relax distensions and soothe
the nerves.
While silphium appears to have used to treat many ailments, perhaps its most
popular use may have been as an early form of birth control. John Riddle, who has done
extensive scholarship on the subject of ancient contraceptives, tells us that the first well
documented oral contracepti\ e w as in fact silphium.*^' Besides silphium, several other
members of \\\q ferula (giant fennel) family have been known to act as a contraceptive,
however Riddle states that one reason for the extinction ofsilphium is the fact that it was
prized above these other contraceptives.
Riddle argues that the plant's connection with fertility and reproduction can be
seen on the Cyrenaean coin of the 6th or 5th century B.C.(figure 9). On the obverse a
seated woman reaches one hand to the silphium stalk, while she rests the other in her lap.
Riddle feels that because the left hand is pointing to the genital region, a connection
94

between the plant and reproduction is suggested.
Whether we can say that this coin highlights silphium's contraceptive qualities is
debatable. What we can say for certain is that silphium became a staple motif on
90
91
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Cyrenacan coins. The silphium stalk and seed became a symbol for Cyrene, as the owl
was to Athens. Below 1 ha\ e show n a coin from around 450 B.C. which shows the
silphium stalk on the re\ erse, where the obverse shows the head ofZeus Amon,another
symbol of Cyrene (figure 10). Economic importance of silphium may also be shown on
an archaic vase from Laconia know n as the Arkesilas cup (figure 11). On this kylix
Arkesilas, a king of Cyrene, is shown overseeing the weighing and distribution ofsome
commodity. The cup itself does not give us any hint as to what the product is. Some
would like to see it as silphium, while others suggest that it is wool, another important
export for Cyrene.
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Figure 9. Cyrenaean Coin show ing Sealed Woman
Source;
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Figure 10. Cyrenean Coin (ca. 450 B.C.)
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Silphiuin Rediscovere d," Celator 15, pp. 23.
36

Figure 1 1 . Arkesilas Cup
Source:
Riddle, J. M and J. Estes. 1992. "Oral contraceptives in ancient and medieval times,'
American Scientist 80,pp. 227.
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Chapter 111. The Market and Perfumes
I will begin the analysis of spices in the marketplace with an overview ofthe
Athenian Agora. In the conte.xt of the Greek polis^ notably in Athens, the Agora, or
"gathering-place," encompassed many aspects of daily life. It was in this place where
civic business was conducted, law suits were heard, shrines and altars visited, and races
raced; however, perhaps most importantly, the Agora served as the main marketplace for
the city. For the purpose of this section I will concentrate only on the commercial activity
of the Agora. Certainly the previously mentioned functions ofthe Athenian Agora are of
great importance to the development of a democratic society; however, its use as a
marketplace cannot be ignored, and it is that likely that its civic importance was made
possible in part by its economic significance.
Prior to the 6th century B.C., the Athenian Agora was used primarily as a
cemetery;^^ however, with the development of the Greek polis around 600 B.C. the
Agora began to take its shape as the center of daily life in Athens.^^ It is likely more than
coincidence that the emergence of the Agora comes at a time when GxQQkpoleis are
establishing colonies in Asia Minor and on Italian and North African coastlines. These
colonies allowed Greek merchants the chance to exchange information and goods with
foreigners, thereby installing commercial connections, which
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Camp 1986, p. 28: Excavations in the Agora have uncovered some 80 graves from the
Greek Dark Age and Geometric periods (1100-700 BC).
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in turn acted to stimulate trade on the Greek mainland.^^ This increase in trade and the
movement of more and more people from rural farming regions into the city seem to have
led to an increased need for a commercial center for buying and selling goods such as
pots, oils, foodstuffs, and lu.\ur>' items.
The variety of goods a\ailable for purchase in the Agora of Athens must have
been impressive. Many ancient sources would lead us to believe that virtually anything
could be bought in the Agora. The grammarian and writer Athenaeus, wnting around the
3rd century A.D., alludes to the comic poet of the 4th century B.C. Eubolus who
satirically remarks on the varieties of goods and services found in the Agora:
"As Euboulus says Ton will find everything sold together in the same place at
Athens figs, summoners, bunches of grapes, turnips, pears, apples, witnesses,
roses. medlars, haggis, honeycombs, chickpeas, lawsuits, beestings, beestings
pudding, myrtle, allotment machines, hvakinthos, lambs, water clocks, laws,
indictments.
If we are to believe Athenaeus, then clearly by the mid-fourth century the variety of
J;

goods in the Athenian Agora was not unlike that of our modem supermarkets. In this
passage, Athenaeus, via Eubolus, merely scratches the surface of goods available in the
Agora during the Classical period. Let us now consider the evidence for specific
commodities and markets in Classical Athens.
One of the most important, and most polarizing, markets found in the Agora was
100

the fish market.

Because of Athens’ proximity to the sea, fish was a fixture in ancient
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cookbooks and recipes.

Although fish may have been plentitlil, fresh fish was not

necessarily ine.xpensive, and seems to have been a luxury for the middle class
102

Athenian.

Along with a few fragments from speeches and other writings, our greatest source
of knowledge of the ancient fish market comes from comic writers of the late 5th and 4th
103

centuries B.C.

If we rely solely on the writings of comic poets for our prices, the cost

of fish seems to have been very steep indeed. The numbers presented in comedies are
104

likely inflated,how ever, and may not represent reality,

The characterizations of fish

sellers and markets in comedies represent the distrusting nature of Athenians towards
105

salesmen, especially the sellers of fresh fish , as appears in most "bazaar" economies,

I

will now examine some of the fragmentary evidence for fish markets from comedic
writers.
In a fragment from the Alexis' Man with a Cataract(4th century B.C.)a character
says that when he sees "those damned fish sellers avoiding my glance; with their eyes so
106

high as they can get with disdain. I'm so angry I can't breathe,

It is clear in this

fragment that the speaker already has an unfavorable view of the fish monger before he
even begins his transaction. In this scene the seller offers the man two fish for the price of
ten obols. The buyer, in turn, offers eight obols for the pair, but at this the seller scoffs
I

and offers only one fish for the price of eight obols. This may have been a common scene
i.
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in the Agora; certainly the rudeness of the fish seller is highlighted and most likely
inflated. This type of bargaining surely went on in the Agora, however, and undoubtedly
would have left a bad taste in the mouth of the buyer.
On the other hand, the fish seller did indeed have to sell his product in order to
make a living, so can we really believe that he w'ould purposely run off a customer? Let
us not forget the perishable nature of fresh fish; surely the fish seller would have wanted
to sell such a perishable product as quickly as possible. There is evidence that the fish
monger may have tried to trick his customers by drenching the fish in water in order to
107

make them appear fresher.

This method, however, could not have allowed that much

additional shelf time to the nervous fish seller's stock.
The disdain for the fish monger found in comedy may represent the awful
personal experiences of comedic characters, it is difficult however to take these to be
representations of market reality. In another fragment from Athenaeus, he quotes the 4th
century B.C. writer, Ephippos who shows a character instructing a slave to go to the
market:
A. But buy cheaply, for anything will do
B. Just say how. Boss.
A. Don't be extravagant, though not mean or stingy; whatever you buy will be
enough. Some squids and cuttle fish, and shouldn't there be some lobsters in the
market, one should be fine though two look well on the table. Now some eels
108

come in from Thebes sometimes. Get some of them.

107
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According to this fragment, a great deal of fish could be bought in the market while still
buying "cheaply." It appears that if one desired fish he would have been able to get it
without giving up the huge sums found in contemporary comedies.
There is, however, some evidence to suggest that certain fish may have been a
luxury for the Athenians. In a speech the orator Demosthenes wTites that "Philokrates,
with the money for which he sold the interests of the city, went around and bought
women and fish.

i()ii

Clearly Demosthenes is using politically charged language here,

which is the subject of another paper. But, we may be able to infer something about the
fish market from this quote as well. Demosthenes seemingly is suggesting that fish is
something to be bought when one acquires expendable income and was not a daily
indulgence. The fact that buying fish is equated to buying women is certainly interesting,
are they of equal price? Not all fish were very expensive, but only that one could spend a
large sum of money at the fish market. Indeed, some fish must have been rather
expensive, but a cheap sea fish called the memtrades was also sold to market goers, and
"salt fish” was an Agora staple which seems to have been bought by all people at
as

1 10

relatively cheap prices,

The inflated price of fish may suggest higher specialization

opposed to higher prices.
But where exactly in the Agora were the products sold? There seems to have
been no permanent commercial building in the Athenian Agora until the Hellenistic
1 11

construction of the Stoa of Attalos.

During the Classical period the market seems to

have been made up of portable stalls or booths. Despite the mobile nature ofthe market.
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the location of a particular stall in the Agora appears to have been relatively stable, as is
apparent from this statement of the 4th centur>' B.C. writer Xenophon:" We are aware
that the whole city contains altogether an infinite number of things; and yet whatever
servant you order to buy something for you from the agora and bring it, not one ofthem
will have any difficulty; e\ er>' one will plainly know where he must go to get each class
of goods. The reason for this, I said, is simply that they are kept in their appointed
places."*

Shops in the Agora appear to have been set and arranged by their product, and

if we are to believe Xenophon, each commodity was kept in an appointed place. The
locations of each shop appear to have been so conventionalized that one could merely tell
a friend to meet him at a place where a specific commodity was sold, and his companion
would know exactly the place about which he was speaking. In this way, the shop was
113

given the name of the product which it sold.

This is evident in Pollux (ca. 2nd century

A.D.). Quoting the 4th century B.C. playwright Eupolis, he writes, "I went around to the
garlic and the onions and the incense, and straight on up to the perfume, and around the
1 14

frippery.
While the contemporary Athenian may have known the exact location of every
stall, shop, and booth, the same cannot be said for the modem scholar. Due to the
temporary nature of pre-Hellenistic shops it is very difficult to pinpoint their ancient
location.

1 15

What can be said about the orientation of particular shops or the commercial

part of the Agora in general can only be inferred from ancient texts and is hypothetical at
best.

1 12

Xenophon, Ec., 7. 22.
Wycherley 1956, p. 6.
1 14
Pollux, IX, 47-8.
1 15
Wycherley 1956, p. 6.
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In the Apology (4ih ccniur>- B.C.), Plato states that he is "accustomed to speak in
1 1^

the agora at the tables.

These could possibly refer to the tables at which goods were

sold, however, it is impossible to tell. Assuming Plato's tables are the market tables, it is
possible that these tables were set up near the Stoa Poikile by which philosophers were
Ir

known to congregate.

This location would place the tables in the northern Agora near

the Panathenaic \\ ay. The theor>' that Plato's tables are in fact the very ones upon which
goods are sold is w eakened, how ever, by the sophist Alkiphron, who while relaxing "saw
●●ns
Although Alkiphron was
approaching some of the young men from the gamingtables,
a patron of the Agora some six centuries after Plato, these gaming tables may have been
the ones that Plato mentioned.
As for fish, we know that it w'as sold, along with virtually every other food stuff
in an area known as the opson, w hich translates into "anything eaten with bread,

●●119

Once

again we do not know the exact placement of the opson shops; we can be sure, however,
that it was indeed sold in the Agora.'“^’There is some evidence which suggests that the
fish may have been sold close to the Stoa Poikile or Painted Stoa. In AMphron's Epistles
(2nd century A.D.), he writes as a fisherman of the 4th century B.C. who says "For once
when I wanted to sell my fish I heard one of the unshod, cadaverous people who spend
,121

their time in the Poikile declaim a verse reproving the folly of those who sail the sea.
This statement however does not necessarily prove that the fish were sold near or around
the Painted Stoa. It is unclear whether this man has set up a table or whether he is merely
1 16

Plato, Apo1. 17c.
Wycherley 1957, p. 3 1.
1 18
Alkiphron, Epistles, 3.53.
1 19
Sparkes 1962, p. 123.
120
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121
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peddling his fish in the open. Furlhennore, the man is identified as a fisherman.
Fishermen usually did not sell their own eatch in the Agora, but rather sold them to
12:

middle men who in turn set up shop in the Agora.
While it may be impossible to know the exact location of every shop in the Agora,
we may be able to determine the location of certain shops relative to others. For instance,
the perfume market is frequently mentioned in the same context as the barbershops.
Writing in the fourth century B.C., Theophrastus remarks that his Disgusting man is
1.123

"standing by a barbershop or a perfume shop says that he is going to get drunk,

From

this fragment can w e assume that these tw o shops were next to each other? Being that
both the perfumer's shop and the barber shop are of a cosmetic nature, it seems likely that
they would have been grouped together; how ever, their placement within the Agora is not
completely known.
It has been generally accepted that the bronze and metal workers conducted
124

business on the Kolonos Agoraios in close proximity to the Temple of Hephaestus.
Certainly the placement of bronze workers in this region is logical, in order that they may
be under the watchful eye of their patron god. The area around the Hephaisteion also
seems to have been a place where slaves or hired men could be bought.'^^ There is
evidence from the fourth century B.C. to suggest that slaves were sold near the temple;
Isokrates tells a story in which he wishes a slave to be tortured, therefore he "chose

122

Paulas 2010, p. 408.
Theophrastus, Char. 1 1.8; Also Demosthenes, 25. 52.
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torturers and turned up at the \ Icphaisieion,” and "asked them to whip and put on the rack
the slave who had been ui\en up for the purpose.
This area \\ here men w ere sold ma\ ha\ e been referred to as the "rings," the
evidence, howex er, is smnewhai ambiguous. Pollux writes that '"Rings' is the name given
in New Comedy to the plaees in whieh slax es are sold; probably other merchandise
too.

127

If we are to understand that slaxes were sold near or on the Kolonos Agoraios,

then certainly the "rings" must ha\ e been in this precinct. The ancient sources however
are somewhat misleading; in Knii^hts Aristophanes claims that "the 'ring' at Athens is like
a market, the name being deri\ ed from its arrangement. There are sold, besides meat.
Other goods too, and especially fish.

It is possible that Pollux and Aristophanes are

referencing the same place, and if indeed they are we may be able to place the sale of
meats, fish, and other goods near the Kolonos Agoraios.
Although it is difficult to pinpoint its location within the Agora, the location
where barley meal was sold seems to have a special place. Aristophanes(5th century
B.C.) tells us of a certain fe/ia which was an enclosure of boards in the agora, in which
12y

barley meal was sold,

The telia appear to have been a place where large quantities of
130

barley were sold, and the enclosure was built to prevent the flour or meal from spilling.
Because grain was so controlled by the state during the 5th and 4th centuries it is possible
that these telia would have occupied a space close to official government buildings.
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perhaps even the Tholos, as w e know the official weights and measures were kept there
131

in the Classical period.
Although certainly trade was conducted elsewhere in Classical Athens, the Agora
seems to have been the principal shopping center of the Athenians. As I have shown
above, the variety of goods and ser\ ices available in the Classical Agora is astounding
and must have delighted and amazed contemporary visitors.

Perfume
In my study of the Greek spice trade, I have consistently come across one product
which appears to have been usually connected wdth spices in the Greek world; that
product is perfume. In the following section I wall touch on the subject of Greek perfumes
in an attempt to familiarize the reader with a product that was certainly familiar to the
Greeks of the Classical period.
We know from Linear B tablets’

that in the Bronze Age perfumes were being
133

manufactured using sesame and safflower as aromatics steeped in an olive oil base.
The taste for perfumes appears to have survived the dark ages, as the use ofsome sort of
perfumed oil or unguent appears to have been en vogiie as early as the time ofthe great
bard Homer (ca. late 8th century B.C.). In the Iliads Hera "with ambrosia first did she
cleanse from her lovely body every stain, and anointed her richly with oil, ambrosial,
M 1 34

soft, and of rich fragrance.

I believe that although here the passage does not explicitly

131

See Agora 1 1250.
Linear B is a Proto-Greek script which was used by the Mycenaeans who lived in
Greece from 1600-1 100 B.C.
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Brun 2000, p. 281.
Homer. //. 14. 171-174; Ambrosia is the food of the gods, but is often times used to
anoint one's body also, Patroclus' body is anointed with ambrosia in order to preserve it
after his death. (//. 19.37)
134
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say perfume, in this context ambrosia can be seen as the perfume ofthe gods, as it is a
fragrant oil applied to the body. It is interesting to note Hera's use of perfumes here
within the greater context of book 14 of the Iliad At this point in the story Hera wishes to
seduce her husband, Zeus, in order that she may intervene in the battle between the
Greeks and the Trojans. Even at this early time, the Greek audience would have no
trouble connecting the idea of sweet smelling perfumed oils with eroticism and seduction.
Certainly anointing one's self with perfume was not a practice limited to the gods.
For literary evidence of mortals using perfume we look again to Homer. In the Odyssey’,
135

Odysseus anoints himself with oil after rising from a bath,

From this episode we can

see that the Greeks were using perfumes for hygienic and cosmetic purposes at least as
early as the late 8th century B.C.
136

We know that by the sixth century B.C. perfumes were widely used in Greece,
and at this time Corinth seems to have been a great producer ofscents.'^^ During the sixth
century Corinth appears to have been exporting a large number of small oil containers
known as aryhalloi to western Greece. For evidence of consumption of Corinthian
perfumes we can look to a sixth-century grave in Rhitsona, Boeotia where of297 total
objects unearthed, 253 were Corinthian atyballoi, it is highly likely ±^tt\\QSQarybaUoi
138

held perfume at one time.

We can see from this find that by the 6th century perfume

had become highly commoditized and was the product of a booming industry.
Increasing popularity of Corinthian perfumes led to increased production of more
stylized aryballoi. The first Corinthian atyballoi were rather simple, small spherical pots
135
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il could be dispensed (figure 12). As the
opening at the top so that the oil
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Figure 12. Archaic C onnthian
Berlin F 1090, Anlikenmuseen, Berlin.

Figure 1 3. Plastic Atyhallos in the Shape of a Siren
Boston 65.566, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA
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Theophrastus. Biers tested 24 of these vessels using gas chromatography-mass
144

spectrometry;

of these, six were found to contain cholesterol which suggested the

existence of animal fats. In addition to cholesterol, compounds were found in other vases
that denoted plant oils. Also found were chemicals known as terpenoids(water insoluble
I

compounds that are responsible for most of the fragrance produced by plants) which can
be traced to certain plant oils. While not all of the aromatics were able to be confirmed,
the study did show the possible presence ofjuniper and several varieties of pine in these
145

oils.

By the Classical period perfumes could be found in Athens and all over the Greek
world. Only elite citizens of Athens were accustomed to frequenting the perfume shops
according to the comic poet Aristophanes who wTites that "Amynias shall certainly
146

suffer, because though he is a country bumpkin he stands by the perfiime market.
Clearly the perfume market was meant to be frequented by the elite men of
Athens, not the farmers from outside of the city. Not only was it a privilege to go to the
perfumer, it appears to have been expected of Athenian men, Demosthenes suggests that
a certain Aristogeiton is strange because he "does not frequent any ofthe usual
147

barbershops in the city, or the perfume shops,

And while many sources speak of men

as consumers of perfume, women were certainly using the product as well and in the
144
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same w ay ii appears speak to ihe status of the woman. In Aristophanes' 5th-centur>'play,
The Clouds, a man eonsiders his luek in marrying "a tine town lady...She with scents and
saffron.

us

In all likelihood the social status attributed to the perfume shops derived from the
high cost of such goods; perfumes appear to have been extremely expensive in the 4th
century B.C., around 5 to 10 minas for 1 liter, or the equivalent ot 500 days wages for the
14')

average citi/en.

The high price and luxury status of perfumes will be given some

thought in the next section on conspicuous consumption.

Conspicuous Consumption
Now that we ha\ e examined some of the aromatics and spices available to the
ancient Mediterranean consumer, 1 will now turn to a discussion of their status as
symbols of luxury. In \ arious sections above 1 have shown that spices and other imports
were very expensive and were not available to the average citizen. By purchasing these
luxuries the consumer w as purchasing status. The ancient buyer was purchasing these
products conspicuously so that others may see, or smell in the case of perfumes, his
wealth manifested.
Of course, the idea of consuming conspicuously is not foreign to our own culture,
the clothes we wear, the car we drive, or wdiat w'e eat all serve as signals of our status to
those around us. The ancients were certainly aware of the idea ot conspicuous
consumption. If we look at the lines from Aristophanes and Demosthenes on pages 5152, we see that it is not the intoxicating smell that brings men to the perfume market, but
148
149

Aristophanes, Nub. 11. 41-45.
Brun 2000, p. 281.
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150

rather the opportunity to be seen.

By being seen loitering at the perfumer the rich man

is making both his consumption of a very expensive product and his time for leisure
easily visible.
Making conspicuous one's wealth was very common at funerals. The early 6century B.C. reformer of Athens, Solon, actually established laws that limited the amount
one could spend on funerals. Plutarch tells us that mourners
When they \s ent out, they were not to wear more than three garments,they were
not to carry more than an obol's worth offood or drink, nor a pannier more than a
cubit high, and they were not to travel about by night unless they rode in a wagon
with a lamp to light their way. Laceration of the flesh by mourners, and the use of
set lamentations, and the bewailing of any one at the funeral ceremonies of
another, he forbade. The sacrifice of an ox at the grave was not permitted

1.151

Similarly, If we look at Roman burial law of450 B.C. we see the same type of laws being
instituted, except at the time the overuse of incense boxes is mentioned. The law states.
"Hoc plus ne fadto. Rogum ascea ne polito
... tribus riciniis et tuuicla purpurea et decern tibicinibus...
Mulieres genas ne radunto. neue lessum funeris ergo habento.
Homini mortua ne ossa legito quo postfunusfaciat.
excipit heIbeam peregrinamque mortem
...seruilis unctura tollitur omnisque circumpotatio... nesumptuosa respersio...
... ne murrata potio ...

150
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One must not do more than this; one must not smooth the pyre with an axe.

&
'u

...three veils, one small purple tunic, and ten flute players...
.0',

/

Women must not tear cheeks or hold chorus of Alas on account ofthe funeral.

r

When a man is dead one must not gather his bones for a second funeral. An
exception [in the case ot] death in war or a foreign land...
Anointing by slaves is abolished and every kind of drinking bout.
I

II

Let there be no costly sprinkling...no long garlands...no incense boxes...
Because this fragment bans the burial of the deceased with incense boxes(presumably
with incense inside), we can infer that being buried with incense in them was seen as an
egregious display of wealth. The fact that the law states that a person can be buried with a
purple tunic, but not an incense box attests to the value of the incense, as anything purple
153

was extremely expensive in ancient times.

In 4‘^-century Greece, Plato still considered the importation of spices and
aromatics as an Eastern luxury which was not necessary to the Greeks. In prescribing
new laws for a fictional colony in Crete Plato's character suggests that "Frankincense
(Gopiapa) and all such foreign spices for use in religious rites, and purple and all dyes not
produced in the country, and all pertaining to any other craft requiring foreign imported
materials for a use that is not necessary, no one shall import."'^"^ That Plato would make
this law explicit in the formation of a new legal system, suggests that perhaps at the time

152
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Warmington 1935, pp. 500-501.
Plato Laws 8.847.
54

/

Wi(i.
(}j

;

in Athens (ca. 360 B.C.) frankincense, spices, and other imports were being grossly over
consumed.
Whether being employed by the Great Persian king or an Athenian noble,

L,

frankincense and spices were bought and consumed in order to show status and privilege.
This idea of conspicuous consumption is an idea that has been shown to be apparent in
the ancient Greek market system'^' and certainly the luxurious imports from the east
must have been attracli\ e to those who wished to demonstrate their wealth and
distinction.

I

I

155

Davidson 1993, p. 60-64.
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Chapter IV: Conclusion
Certainly there existed a market for aromatics and spices in the Classical period.
1 have shown that by the 5th century, and earlier in some cases, Greeks had access to
eastern luxuries such as frankincense, myrrh, cinnamon, and cassia, and that these
products were used in a \ ariety of ways. Through the study 1 have tried to highlight the
complexities of the Greek marketplace in the 5th and 4th centuries B.C. While spice trade
in the Prehistoric and Roman periods has been better documented. Classical consumers
also had a taste for these luxuries. Frankincense and myrrh from Arabia were in use in
religious and personal faculties from at least the time of Sappho (late 7th century B.C.).
Cinnamon and cassia, perhaps from Asia, were available and could be found in the
perfumes of the Classical period, along with a variety of other spices and aromatics. The
ancients were even able to use the now extinct spice/herb silphium as a flavoring, a
medicine, and a contraceptive (a combination which I doubt even our time could claim).
The sophisticated network of trade of the 5th and 4th centuries is something
which has amazed me during my study. The variety of products available to the ancient
consumer, say in the Athenian Agora, is of a quality which would rival our markets of
today. The fact that some Greeks were spending their income on perfumes, incenses, and
spices gives us a glimpse into the market forces which drove the Classical trade.
Opulence and luxury were both appreciated and condemned in the Greek world, but it
seems as though these products were always available for those who desired them.
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